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ABSTRACT 


Starting from the premise that the Arcanul dance from Bukovina is a soldier’s dance, 
this paper follows two lines of research on this topic: the origin of the dance, but also 
whether or not it belongs to the soldiers’ dance category. The information we have 
had access to strengthens the hypothesis that the Arcanul dance does not have its 
roots in Bukovina, but rather that it was taken to the mountain area by the shepherds 
from the commune of Sadngeorz. Those who still dance Arcanul in the Bukovina 
region (the only region where we still encounter this dance) claim that this dance 
originates from their villages, although the previous sentence contradicts this claim. 
In Bukovina, men were not drafted to the army by force, but young boys were often 
tricked into the recruitment trap, as it happened with Nica's teacher in Ion Creanga's 
Amintiri din copilărie [Childhood Memories]. Thus, we consider that the “Arcanul” 
dance, in its current form, is not a soldier’s dance, but rather a stage adaptation of a 
legendary event. It is essential to consider the origins and history of the dances or 
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customs that we pass on as teachers, ethnographers, ethnochoreologists or other 
professionals in this field. By researching through any means, we can discover and 
better understand the folklore that we still have the chance to entrust to our children 
and young people in its authentic form. 
Keywords: Ethnochoreological study, choreographic features of the ”Arcanul” 
dance, Arcanul in contemporary times. 


1. Literary aspects 

Archaeo-choreology is a relatively recent area of research which, by 
combining two sciences, archaeology and choreography, offers a different 
approach to the field of choreographic research, in terms of the 
anthropological, ethnographic approach of the specific spirituality of the 
representative arts, of visual and sound aesthetics, and includes the 
information taken directly from the source, through interviews and video 
recordings collected in the field. 

The Arcanul dance is one of the most famous dances in northern 
Moldova, frequently danced in Bukovina, in the areas of Câmpulung 
Moldovenesc, Radauti, Gura Humorului, Vatra Dornei, Suceava, at various 
folk events and performances. 

This Bukovinian folk dance goes back to the time of the Austro- 
Hungarian domination, being closely linked to the events that took place 
during that time, when the young men from the villages were forcibly taken 
to the army. It was then that the name of this dance was born, with the word 
arcan coming from the verb a arcdni [to lasso], which means “to take by 
force”, which later gave rise to the well-known expression a fi luat cu arcanul 
[to be lassoed]. 

An interesting aspect that emerged during this research is related to 
the origins of this dance, which is supposed to come from the Sangeorz 
region, being brought to the 
Bukovina area by the shepherds 
going into the mountains with their 
flocks of sheep, which contradicts 
the idea that this dance originates 
from Bukovina. This aspect creates 
an un certainty regarding whether 
or not the dance belongs to the 
category of soldiers’ dances and 
customs. Fig. 1. Arcan, loop! 


shuttersteck” = 


1 https://www.shutterstock.com/ro/image-photo/loop-60522865 accessed January 17, 2022. 


Musicology Papers, XXXV1/1, 2021 
48 


Marian-Andrei Mezdrea 
Archaeo-Choreographic Features of the Arcanul Dance 


The etymology of the word Arcan comes from the Tatar language, 
from the word arcan?, which means ‘lasso’, a rope used for catching and 
tying livestock, especially cattle. It is similar to the lasso used by the 
American cowboys to catch wild horses. 

But if we refer to the verb a arcăni [to lasso], this leads to a 
completely different meaning, namely the moment when the boys were 
forced to go to the army being caught with an arcan [lasso]. 

In the Romanian critical space, the name Arcanul was introduced by 
the Romanian writer and philologist Bogdan Petriceicu Haşdeu, in 1887%. 
Etymologicum Magnum Romaniae also attests to the existence of the Romanian 
traditional round dances called horas. Based on 206 questionnaires sent to his 
informers, priests and teachers, from all over the Romanian provinces, he 
discovered Arcanul as a folk dance. That questionnaire was focused on the 
confusing information he had received from the folklorists and other 
categories of researchers of the time. 

According to Bogdan Petriceicu Hasdeu's sources, the name 
Arcanaua was used in the regions of Dorohoi, Iasi, Prahova and Năsăud. 
Corneliu Diaconovicit mentions that Arcanaua is a “national dance, 
performed by boys and girls in the form of a hora, led by a vătav [dance 
leader], who holds a stick in his hand and beats the time. It resembles the 
belt dance (hora de brâu). It is common in Moldova, Muntenia, Bukovina and 
in some parts of the Arges region”5. 


2. Choreographic aspects 

In the research carried out between 2019 and 2020, we found another 
description of Arcanul, made by Alexandru Pop. He refers to a dance called 
Arcaneaua, performed in the Somesul Mare valley, in the commune of 
Sangeorz. He also mentions that the dance was performed only by boys. 
From a choreographic point of view, they dance in an open circle and their 


2 Lazar Saineanu, Dicționar universal al limbei române [Universal Dictionary of the Romanian 
Language], 6‘ Edition, “Scrisul românesc” S.A., Craiova, 1929, p. 33. 

3 Bogdan Petriceicu Hasdeu, Etymologicum Magnum Romaniae, Tome 1, Stabilimentul Grafic 
Socecu & Teclu, Bucharest, 1886, p. 491. 

4 Corneliu Diaconovici was a Romanian publicist from Banat, editor and director of several 
newspapers and magazines. He was the first secretary of the Transylvanian Association for the 
Romanian Literature and Culture of the Romanian People and chief editor of the first Romanian 
Encyclopaedia. 

5 Corneliu Diaconovici, Enciclopedia română [Romanian Encyclopaedia], Tome 1, W. Krafft, Sibiu, 
1898, p. 237. 
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movements resemble those of Arcanul. “Here too dancers move by making 
three steps forward, but without moving the left foot in the direction of the 
right foot and coming facing the centre; instead, the dancer places one foot 
after the other to the beat of the music, and after three steps he balances on 
the right foot for one beat and then on the left foot for another beat’*. Based 
on this description we can compare these steps with the elements used in the 
choreography of Arcanul by the folk ensemble from Fundu Moldovei, which 
indicates that transhumance has left its mark on this choreography. 

As in the Arcanul from Bukovina, here we also find a vătaf [dance 
leader], but this time playing a different role, namely that of hitting the last 
dancer in the line with a stick. This last dancer had to avoid the “stick” of the 
vataf, thus often missing his steps. The boys would never let go of each- 
other’s hands, which shows a close connection between the village boys who 
supported and helped each other. This mutual support represents the 
normality in the life of the village. For example, at the sezdtoare [evening 
sitting of village women] and the clacé [group work], in addition to the joy of 
dancing and singing, people would gather to help each other in performing 
various difficult domestic activities or ones that exceeded the capacity of the 
inhabitants of a particular household. 

A characteristic feature of the Arcaneaua dance is the “stick” of the 
vataf [dance leader], which the boys had to avoid. It appears that in the 
beginning, instead of the stick, the leader (vătaf) was using a lasso (arcan) 
with which he would catch one of the boys. It is from this arcan that the 
name of the dance is supposed to have arisen. 

“Forward and backward movements in regular steps as in the 
Arcanul from Bukovina do not exist in Arcaneaua’. From this assertion we 
notice the Romanian peasant’s ingenuity, who in addition to the talent with 
which he used to create shouted verses (strigdturi) inspired from real life 
while he was dancing, also managed to change choreographic structures, by 
adding new and original elements that have contributed to the beauty and 
diversity of today's folklore. 

Arcanul is also described in the work of the great writer lon Creanga, 
Amintiri din copilărie [Childhood Memories], written between 1881 and 1888. 
In the first chapter, lon Creanga remembers how his teacher, Master Vasile, 
was caught and taken to the army with a lasso (arcan}’, but nothing is 


6 Bogdan Petriceicu Haşdeu, op. cit., p. 491. 

7 Bogdan Petriceicu Hasdeu, op. cit., p. 491. 

8 Ion Creanga, Povesti, povestiri si amintiri [Stories, Tales and Memories], Editura Ion Creanga, 
Bucuresti, 1979, pp. 231-232. 
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mentioned about a specific dance. One day, more exactly on St. Foca’s Day, 
the vornic? ordered the villagers out to a group work, as the rumour went 
that the Prince was going to ride that way to visit the monasteries. When 
everyone was distracted with the work they were doing, “some of us 
digging with spades, others carrying stones in wheel-barrows or in carts, or 
in kneading-troughs”!°, Master Vasile was caught with an arcan [lasso]. Here 
we notice a forceful drafting to the army, against the man’s will, who was 
deceived and taken by surprise by the gendarmes. 

Although after such an event, the grieving mothers and families 
remained in the village, the young men taken away to the army by force 
were trying to console themselves by thinking that Saint George and Saint 
Demetrius had also been soldiers, serving Christ, and saying “if only we 
were like them!”"! 

From the descriptions and research studies we have had access to, it 
appears that Arcanul as a way of taking the young men to the army was used 
only in the Moldova region (according to the description made by Ion 
Creanga, in which his teacher is taken to the army). While Bukovina was 
under the Austro-Hungarian rule, for half a century, there were actually no 
military obligations. In a description by Ion Gramada’, we can see that 
during the Austro-Hungarian domination, the werbung volunteering was 
practised which gave rise to the well-known Transylvanian young men’s 
dance Barbunc. 


3. Arcanul, a traditional spectacological form 

Arcanul or Arcanaua, an ancient Romanian dance, was still danced in 
Greater Wallachia, Transylvania, Moldova and Bukovina towards the end of 
the 19th century, with similar choreographies, as a dance for girls and boys, 
and as a dance for boys only in the Nasaud region. During the two world 
wars, Arcanul disappeared from almost everywhere, surviving only in a few 
mountain villages in Bukovina. 

At that time, the access to the ancient writings was limited, and there 
was also no written evidence of the choreography of the ancient dances. 
Who would have thought that Bogdan Petriceicu Hasdeu's Etymologicum 
Magnum Romaniae would include, nevertheless, such evidence? Under these 


9 Official in the administration of rural communes, in charge of distributing the correspondence, 
convening villagers to meetings, announcing news etc. 

10 Jon Creanga, op. cit., p. 231. 

1 Ibidem, p. 232. 

12 Jon Gramada (b. January 3, 1886 — d. August 27, 1917), was a Bukovinian writer, historian and 
publicist, a World War I hero. 
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conditions, all that the folklore researchers of that period had to do was 
document themselves from the village elders, who preferred to invent and 
adapt the dance to the new aesthetic requirements of the rural life of 
Bukovina, rather than lose it altogether. 

We have noticed that the 1887 description of the Bukovinian Arcanul 
was made by Alexandru Pop from Sangeorz, from the Năsăud region, 
although no one can guarantee that the choreographic variant described by 
him was performed in all the Bukovinian localities, where there were several 
variants of Arcanul, some of them performed “more on tiptoes”, others on 
stamping dance rhythms (Bătute). In 1885, the year when Arcanul was 
documented, there were localities in Bukovina where this dance was 
performed by “boys and girls”'’, often at the village hora. They were moving 
in a circle, holding their hands. 

From a kinetic point of view, the dancers dancing in a circle were 
moving from left to right, in counterclockwise motion, which indicates that 
it was an archaic dance. From a choreographic point of view, the dance did 
not have a complicated structure, with the girls and boys making “three 
steps forward with their right foot, bringing their body in the direction of the 
movement. After the third step, they stop on the right foot, for one beat, then 
take a step with the left foot towards the right foot, bringing the body back 
to the initial position”™. This description suggests that the step executed at 
that time was the basic step of the sârba dance. 


4. The evolution of the Arcanul dance over time 

Maestro choreographer Gheorghe Baciu, who between 1947 and 
1949 collected folk dances from all the regions of the country, states in his 
book “Jocuri populare din nordul Moldovei” [Folk Dances from Northern 
Moldova] published in 1958, that in the past, the Arcanul folk dance used to 
have its own choreographic structure, consisting of four parts. 

According to the version collected by him in 1949, in the first part of 
the dance, the women and men were standing in a semicircle, with their 
hands on their partners' belts, and performed specific steps of this dance, 
some of which are still preserved in some variants of the dance. The basic 
step of the Arcanul dance is similar to the one specific to the Moldovan sârba 
dance, hence the idea that this dance is an old form of the sârba dance. 

This “mise en scene” from the beginning of the dance marked the 
moment of the feast celebrated at the village hora. On Sundays, on the yearly 


13 Bogdan Petriceicu Haşdeu, op. cit., p. 491. 
14 Ibidem, p. 767. 
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holidays, or on the occasion of certain life events (weddings, evening village 
sittings, fairs), villagers would gather at the hora, according to the old form 
of the custom whereby people used to gather and dance the hora and other 
dances specific to the area: Hora de mand, Arcanul, Trilisesti, Batuta, Hutulca or 
Sârba Moldovenească. These gatherings took place in the village streets or, 
when more space was needed for the dance, outside the village, on the 
toloaci'5, as the Bukovinians call it. Of course, these gatherings could not be 
held without the approval of the village priest. 

The second part of the Arcanul dance is described by Gh. Baciu as 
the moment when young men leave the hora to go into hiding. Knowing that 
they might be taken by surprise by the recruiting gendarmes, the young men 
had other villagers stay on guard. Thus, they were notified in due time and 
were able to run into hiding. The rest of the participants in the dance, the 
elderly and the women, would continue the dance without exposing the 
young men who had just left the dance. The young men would leave in a 
line, one by one, with each following in the footsteps of the one in front of 
him, in order to deceive the gendarmes and make them believe that there 
was only one trace. 

In the Arcanul dance, the young men’s escape is suggested by a 
winding movement consisting of four successive steps followed by a kick 
with the left foot in the right one and another one with the right foot in the 
left one, a figure that is still preserved nowadays in the dance. 

The young men, standing one behind the other, bypass the dance 
area with this wining movement as they utter the following shouted verses: 


Hai ficior dupa ficior [Come on lad after lad] 
Pasiti toti intr-un picior [Everybody step on one foot] 
Cine urma ne-o vedea [For those who will see our trace] 
Sa creadă că-i urma mea! [To believe it is mine alone] 16 


15 toloacd — a free, unfenced plot of land between houses or on the edge of a locality, where cattle 
graze or children play (https://dexonline.net/definitie-toloac%C4%83). 

16 Shouted verses (strigdturi) taken from the repertoire of the “Plaiurile Dornelor” Folk Ensemble 
of the Children’s and Students’ Club of Vatra Dornei. 
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Fig. 2. Step with ‘pinter’ [foot kick] (Laban notation)!” 


During the execution of the four steps of the winding movement, the 
dancers' bodies are tilted forward, which emphasizes the idea of the young 
men crouching so as not to be seen by the gendarmes. During the execution 
of the two kicks, their torso straightens, symbolizing the fact that they were 
getting up from time to time to see if they were being followed. This 
winding movement imitating the departure of the young people to the 
hiding places was followed by the third part of the choreographic 
composition. 

The third part of Arcanul consisted of the young men returning to 
the hora, performed through a backwards movement, with each one 
stepping on the same spot as the one behind him. This dance figure, 
according to the data collected by Gh. Baciu in the Suceava communes 
Fundu Moldovei and Breaza in November 1949, would suggest the fact that 
the young men had escaped the danger of being lassoed. 

The last part of the dance presents the villagers continuing their 
dance as in the first part of the choreography, symbolizing the joy of having 
managed to deceive the gendarmes. 

Today, although the order of the four parts of the old choreographic 
composition, collected by Gh. Baciu in 1949, is no longer preserved, most of 
the figures are still preserved with small changes, depending on the artistic 
skill and imagination of the choreographers. Another aspect regarding the 
group of dancers performing it would be that today it is performed only by 
men, being considered a male dance. 


17 Personal transcription taken from the repertoire of the "Plaiurile Dornelor” Folk Ensemble of 
the Children's and Students' Club of Vatra Dornei. 
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The variant encountered today has a different approach to the 
historical event than the one presented above. The most common form of the 
Arcanul dance practised today is the one in which the young men are caught 
and lassoed by the gendarmes, as evidenced by the lyrics of the doina sung in 
the middle of the dance, by which the young men say their goodbyes. In the 
dance, this moment occurs in the middle of the dance when the dancers get 
on one knee, while the doina is played on the pipe. In other choreographies 
of the same dance, while the doina is played on the pipe, one of the dancers 
recites the verses of the doina accompanying the Arcanul dance. After this 
break, the dance continues at the command of the vataf (dance leader). 


Fig 3. Young men dancing Arcanul 
The Arcanul Student Ensemble of the “Stefan cel Mare” University of Suceava!® 


In other choreographies of the same dance it is customary for a 
single girl to sing a doina or, in the case of an ensemble, when the dance is 
included in the repertoire, the doina is sung by the entire group of girls. In 
the second variant, while the young men perform the figures, the girls are 


18 https://www.facebook.com/ArcanulUSV accessed January 17, 2022. 
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used as scenery behind the stage, and when the young men get on one knee, 
the girls sing. Then the young men continue the dance by executing the 
other specific figures of the Arcanul dance. After the dancers perform the last 
figure (the winding one), the dance ends and they can start another folk 
dance (depending on the choreographic repertoire). 

In his book, Gheorghe Baciu states that this variant, which is still 
preserved today and in which the doina also appears, would have its roots 
during the reign of the Austro-Hungarian Emperor Franz Joseph. A group of 
dancers from Bukovina, including the one from whom he gathered this 
information, participated in the Emperor’s 50 anniversary celebration with 
the Arcanul dance. Thus, the doina was introduced out of the desire to also 
present a traditional Romanian song at the event, whereas later the dancers 
would spread this form of “Arcanul” to their villages as well. 

In some of the current variants of this dance, the winding movement 
symbolizing the young men’s departure from the hora into hiding is 
performed at the end of the choreography. With this figure the dancers leave 
the stage. Thus, the symbolism of this figure changes, their movement 
representing their departure to the army. The movement is accompanied by 
shouted verses: 


Buna seara, eu ma duc [Good night, I am leaving] 
Pe cararea de sub nuc [Along the path under the walnut tree] 
Sănătate, noi mergem [Stay in good health, we are going] 
Nici un rau nu va lăsăm! [Leaving you with no harm] 


Currently, in some choreographies, there are also figures that 
contain different jumps, stamping steps [of the batuta dance] etc. The staging 
of these elements, as well as the complexity of the steps performed in the 
choreography, are left at the discretion and artistic vision of each 
choreographer. 

From a historical point of view, from the two variants of the Arcanul 
dance (the one in which the young men escape from the gendarmes and 
return to the hora, and the one in which they are caught and lassoed) we can 
admit both variants. It goes without saying that it was unlikely that the 
young men escaped each time without being caught by the recruiting 
gendarmes. 

Today there is another version of the Arcanul dance called the 
Arcanul Batranesc [The Arcan of the Elderly], in which both the movements 
and the melodic line are much slower. This version, as its name suggests, is 
danced by the elderly. There is even an ensemble called Arcanul Batrdnesc 
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[The Arcan of the Elderly], in Fratautii Noi, Suceava County. Regarding the 
history of the dance, this variant would be in contradiction with the event 
itself. Those “hunted” to be lassoed were younger men and not in the least 
elderly ones. But since dance has no age, this version was created to be 
danced for as long as the heart remains young, regardless of the passage of 
time. 

If previously, the Arcanul dance was played at most of the village 
feasts, today it is danced only in shows, competitions or at various 
traditional events (parties, balls). It is no longer danced at weddings either, 
because the young people of the new generations no longer know the steps, 
and the traditional folk dance has lost ground in front of the other more 
modern dances that have left their mark on today's society. This has caused 
many of the traditional dances from the Bukovinian region to move from the 
"backyard" only on stage. 


5. Arcanul today 

Today, although the former choreographic composition is no longer 
used, most of the figures have been preserved, with small changes, 
depending on the choreographers’ imagination. We must also take into 
account the fact that most of the figures were passed down from generation 
to generation, by word of mouth, and that this may have influenced, to some 
extent, the danced figures. 

From a musical point of view, the melodic line has remained the 
same, as have most of the specific figures of this dance, which makes the 
Arcanul dance easy to recognize. In the past, Arcanul was danced by boys 
and girls, being considered a mixed dance. Nowadays, Arcanul is performed 
only by boys and men, being considered a male dance. 
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Fig 4. The melodic line of Arcanul'® 


In the Bukovina region, the name of this dance resonates in every 
life event of the villagers and not only, as Arcanul is danced at most of the 
parties and balls that take place today, at what was formerly called the 
village hora. There are also ensembles named after it, such as the students’ 
Arcanul Ensemble of the “Stefan cel Mare” University of Suceava, as well as 
famous musical-choreographic folk festivals such as the Arcanul 
International Folk Art Festival of Radauti. 

I believe it is our duty to preserve and maintain these priceless and 
unique ancestral treasures, because they are part of a common spiritual 
system by which we identify and legitimize ourselves. 


19 Personal transcription after the score of the “Plaiurile Dornelor” Folk Enesmble of the 
Children's and Students’ Club of Vatra Dornei. 
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Fig 5. Variant of Arcanul transcribed in Laban? 


20 Personal transcription taken from the repertoire of the "Plaiurile Dornelor” Folk Ensemble of 
the Children's and Students' Club of Vatra Dornei. 
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Conclusions 

Over time, due to the tumultuous past of our country, whether we 
are talking about the Austro-Hungarian domination, the two world wars, or 
the communist regime, many of the customs, traditions, songs or folk dances 
have changed or even been lost. At present, this custom has lost its essence, 
and what has been left is just a choreographic structure practised on various 
occasions, for the public. However, we can still gather information from the 
villagers who lived during the period when customs were observed and 
performed in their unadulterated form. 

In Bukovina, men were not drafted to the army by force, but young 
boys were often tricked and dragged into the recruitment trap by the 
German soldiers and their sutlers. The young men, greedy and intoxicated 
by the fumes of alcohol, often signed in the recruitment register, not 
knowing what repercussions this action would have the next day. 

Based on our research, we consider that the Arcanul dance, in its 
current form, is not a soldier’s dance, but rather a stage adaptation of a 
legendary event. Arriving in some regions through the process of 
transhumance, some peasants passed it down as they pleased, to the 
community they belonged to. 

It is essential to consider the origins and history of the dances or 
customs that we pass on as teachers, ethnographers, ethnochoreologists or 
other professionals in this field. By researching through any means, we can 
discover and better understand the folklore that we still have the chance to 
entrust to our children and young people in its authentic form. 

Traditions and customs must be sacredly preserved because, once 
lost, they can never be recovered! 
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